Introduction

S
TUDENTS FROM LESS privileged social backgrounds have been historically underrepresented in higher education (HE) (see for e.g. Robbins, 1963; Dearing, 1997 and DfES, 2003a) . Whilst widening participation policy initiatives seek to address this disparity, educational inequalities may actually be growing within some areas of HE. This paper elucidates this contention by drawing upon the author's doctoral study exploring the experiences and trajectories of predominantly black minority ethnic (BME) students enrolled on further education (FE) access courses trying to gain entry onto HE social work programmes. Discussion relating to what the author refers to as the three 'Cs', namely, Capital, Competition and Credentalism and theoretical concepts developed by Bourdieu and others, are expounded to illustrate some of the tensions of widening participation policy. The author argues that an understanding of life course factors, specifically, the situated social context of students, and a commitment to social justice, is essential if educationalists are to further avoid unwittingly disadvantaging already disadvantaged students. The paper concludes with some recommendations for HE practice.
Widening Participation Policy
Educational inequalities are a prevailing social problem in the UK that policy makers and educationalists have sought to ameliorate. The report of the Robbins Committee (Robbins, 1963) , the Dearing report (NCIHE, 1997) and the 2003 White Paper, The Future of Higher Education, (DfES, 2003a) have documented the historical dominance in HE of more privileged socio-economic groups, and the under-representation of students from low income families, black minority ethnic (BME) groups and women. Widening educational participation policy seeks to address these inequalities by encouraging entry to students currently under-represented within British universities (QAA, 2008a) . Whilst widening participation policy is underpinned by economic and utilitarian imperatives, Lall and Morley also illustrate its essential social justice tenets:
Access to a university education is seen as an important policy intervention to counter social exclusion and poverty, and to promote local and national regeneration across the UK. Universities are seen as playing a vital part in expanding opportunity and advancing social justice (2004: 6) To facilitate widening participation, a governmental target was set to increase participation rates among students between the ages of 18-30 to 50 per cent by 2010 (DfES, 2003b) . Whilst participation rates have improved and are currently around 40% (Cabinet Office, 2009) , students from less privileged social backgrounds are still under-represented in elite universities such as Oxford and Cambridge and over-represented in post-1992 higher education institutions (HEIs) (Archer et al, 2003; Archer & Francis, 2007) .
Access Courses
Access courses play a fundamental widening participation and social justice role by providing progression pathways to HE for students who have under-achieved academically or had their education disrupted because of personal circumstances but whom, nonetheless, have the potential to study for a degree or professional qualification (OCN, 2007) . These courses are generally delivered within FE colleges and their key objective is to build confidence and equip students with the skills to study at HE level (Jones, 2006; QAA, 2008a; QAA, 2008b) . Women and mature students are over-represented on access courses, and growing numbers of BME students are also enrolling on them (QAA, 2008b: 5-6) . Despite endeavouring to improve the life chances of less privileged students, access courses have less academic kudos than 'A' levels, the standard qualifications needed for entry to British universities. Students following the 'traditional' 'A' level route are far more likely than 'non-traditional' students pursuing vocational routes to HE to be offered university places (Wolf, 2002; HEFCE, 2006 HEFCE, & 2009 .
Black Minority Ethnic Students Experiences
BME students have high aspirations and expectations of the value and benefit of HE qualifications and such beliefs influence their education decision-making (Connor et. al, 2004) . Indeed, they are more likely than their white counterparts to undertake HE qualifications (ibid). Despite higher participation rates, BME students are mainly to be found within post-220 1992 universities and disproportionately experience barriers when accessing and progressing through HE (see HEA, 2006; HEFCE, 2006; Tolley & Rundel, 2006; Archer & Francis, 2007) . They also do less well in degree performance than white students on average, gaining fewer 'Firsts' or 'Upper Second' class degrees overall, and are awarded more 'Thirds' or lower class degrees (Connor et al, 2004) . Post-university, minority ethnic graduates also do less well in the labour market and have, for example, higher initial unemployment rates (Connor et al, 2004: xviii) .
Capital
Bourdieu's (1990) theoretical ideas relating to the acquisition of different forms of capital provide one possible explanation for persistent educational inequalities among less privileged students. Bourdieu saw the education system as a hidden structure manipulated by the powerful to reproduce the overall society and described the social processes by which minority elites shape society and perpetuate their interests, thus advantaging themselves and their families in the process (ibid). Bourdieu (1990) referred to the concept of 'field' to describe a set of positions and relationships in different contexts (e.g. within the family or schools) that are linked to the possession and interaction of different amounts of cultural, economic, symbolic and social capital that people have, and the influence these have on shaping life chances and opportunities. Cultural capital relates to cultural knowledge and competence accrued from trips to art galleries, for example; economic capital refers to the financial/economics resources at the disposal of the family/individual; symbolic capital is associated with individual prestige one has; for example, an influential parent employed within a high status profession. Social capital relates to access to influential social networks which can help individuals' social advancement by perhaps opening 'social doors' which might otherwise have been closed. Bourdieu (1990) argued that whilst adaptation occasionally takes the form of radical conversion (notions of agency), that social forces such as capital accumulation generally tend to be reproductive rather than transformative.
The social disadvantages and poorer educational outcomes resulting from a lack of capital accumulation among BME students are well documented in the research literature (see for e.g. Reay, et al, 2005) . BME students generally having lower socio-economic class profiles and HE entry qualifications on average (Connor et al, 2004) . Moreover, fewer of these students take the traditional 'A' level route to HE than their white counterparts, instead, being more likely to come into HE from FE colleges (HEA, 2006) . The literature also reports evidence of racial bias in degree admissions processes for BME students (Connor et al, 2004) .
Life Course Theories
Life courses theories are also pertinent to an exploration of students' experiences and trajectories, recognising that since societies have become more diverse that there is a greater need to understand the multiplicity within societies on a more individual level (Elder et al, 2006) . Life course development theories are underpinned by five central tenets:
Firstly, development is lifelong; secondly, people are actors with choices that construct their lives; thirdly, the timing of event and roles, whether early or late, affects their 221 impact. Fourthly, lives are embedded in relationships with other people and are influenced by them, and fifthly, changing historical times and places profoundly influence people's experiences (Elder, 2002: 1-2) .
From these suppositions it can be inferred that opportunities and life chances are not necessarily linear or static, and can -and do -change over the life course. Moreover, individuals can play an active role in shaping their lives. Finally, peoples' lives are influenced by key experiences. In embracing notions of agency, these theoretical ideas are less deterministic than structural theories of educational inequalities; instead advancing the concept of free will and suggesting disadvantages can be overcome over the life course, and that social mobility is possible.
Building upon these theoretical ideas, Hodkinson et al (1996: 142-143) suggest individual social action can be shaped by three types of 'turning points' or key life events, classified according to their causes -structural, self-initiated or forced. Structural turning points include, for example, socio-economic disadvantages precluding individuals from pursuing education opportunities to improve life chances. Self-initiated turning points refer to when an individual exercises individual agency. Forced turning points are the result of external events; for example, academic under-attainment may prevent a student from going to university. These concepts provide useful insights in relation to BME students' trajectories. Some of these students may have, for example, come to the UK to improve their quality of life and material conditions and experienced discrimination and barriers to employment on arrival. This, in turn, may have prevented a prioritisation of educational opportunities until a later point in the life course.
Competition
Other causal dynamics linked to persistent educational inequalities, and which have created tensions for widening participation, relate to Competition and Credentalism. Competition for HE places in England has increased significantly over the last ten years. The number of students entering British universities has increased by 44% since 1999 (UCAS, 2010), but the increase has been most marked since the current economic recession in the UK. In 2009, 106,389 students applied to British universities and by January 2010 HE applications had risen by a further 22% compared to 2009 (UCAS, 2010: 1). Unfavourable labour market conditions have led to a renewed interest in students applying to undertake degrees in social work and nursing, which are perhaps considered as providing more stable future career prospects:
There were signs that the recession was prompting people to apply to higher education as they sought to retrain... Compared with last year, the number of applications to study social work is up 41 per cent, while nursing is up 74 per cent (Times Higher, 2010, p. 1).
Increased numbers of HE applications inevitably mean greater competition for places which can present challenges for HE admissions staff when trying to distinguish between applicants and whilst also endeavouring to widen participation. Increased competition also heightens the risk of what Coates and Adnett (2003) refer to as cream-skimming and dreg-siphoning, whereby, only candidates considered to have the 'best' academic credentials are selected 222 THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING and those with 'less' desirable credentials, and/or considered risky vis-à-vis meeting HE academic standards, are rejected.
Credentalism
Cream-skimming relates to a phenomenon known as 'credentalism' or 'qualification inflation', when the stipulated academic credentials of specific jobs do not match the inherent skills required, or the demands of particular professional roles (Levidow, 2002) . Human capital theorists see qualification inflation as a response to demand and supply issues and this is more evident when there is surplus labour (ibid). This phenomenon can potentially impact upon the life chances of people from disadvantaged social backgrounds who already generally have limited economic, social and cultural capital. This paper has already indicated that credentalism is an enduring problem within HE, evident in relation to the academic/vocational vis-à-vis HE entry, with 'A' level qualifications generally given more merit than vocational qualification awards. Credentalism is also a problem for graduates from less privileged backgrounds when seeking access to high status professions such as journalism and law, for example (Cabinet Office, 2009) . Entry routes to the professions, particularly for people from BME backgrounds, have not widened as the following government report illustrates:
...the glass ceiling has been raised, but not yet broken. Despite increasing numbers of people from black minority ethnic backgrounds in professional jobs, many professions are still unrepresentative of the modern society they serve. And most alarmingly of all there is strong evidence [...] that the UK's professions have become more, not less, socially exclusive over time (Cabinet Office, 2009: 6) .
This report cites the increased emphasis now placed upon credentials and professional qualifications, and selection and entry procedures underpinned by cultural and attitudinal barriers as contributory factors for this disparity (Cabinet Office, 2009 ). Credentalism has also been reported as a problem within nursing and social work, associated with these professions having shifted from diploma to graduate level entry (ibid).
In the case of social work education, a new qualifying degree was introduced in 2003 alongside more stringent Department of Health (DH) academic entry requirements. The DH outlined four key entry requirements with the new qualifying degree in social work; all applicants must have key skills in English and mathematics equivalent to GCSE grade C (see footnote 1 for further explanation). Whilst these baseline academic entry requirements may seem a reasonable expectation for HE entrants, a central concern of the author is that they have led to an over-emphasis on the academic credentials of applicants. Manifestly, this has resulted in less consideration being given to important 'softer skills' such as empathy and 'warmth', equally important attributes for qualifying social workers. Tensions of widening participation associated with the three 'Cs' have been compounded by the British government's concerns that labour market participants are able to compete in the global, economic market (BIS, 2009 ). An increased emphasis is now placed on key skills development and employability during initial schooling and post-compulsory education courses (DfWP, 2007) . These tensions are being magnified by concerns that widening participation policy may be under threat. In response to the current economic recession, the British government plans to 223 make cuts to the HE budget generally and to place a cap on the number of students going to university in future (HEFCE, 2009 ).
The Study
The study addressed some of the concerns discussed in this paper by focussing on the experiences of predominantly BME students enrolled on three FE college access courses in the South East of England, and had five key aims. Firstly, to explore access students social backgrounds. Secondly, to explore the education and career decision-making and choices open to students, with particular reference to BME students'. Thirdly, to investigate whether students' education and career aspirations were influenced by key 'turning points' in their lives. Fourthly, to identify the outcome of students' HE applications. Finally, to elicit course tutors perspectives on students' education and career decision-making and any barriers to HE entry.
Methodology and Sampling
The study used a mixed method approach involving questionnaires, initial and follow-up focus groups and individual interviews. Convenience and purposive sampling strategies were employed to select the college sites and students, that is, the nearest and most convenient locations were chosen and BME students were specifically, but not exclusively, selected to participate in the study (Robson, 2002) . The views and experiences of a minority of white/other students were also sought on the basis of the author wanting to be inclusive, and to facilitate some comparative analysis.
The Samples
Fifty-five students completed social background questionnaires; 21 students participated in initial focus groups and 13 in follow-up focus groups. Interviews were conducted with 4 students and 3 course tutors. Finally, higher education/choice outcome questionnaires were completed by 12 students near completion of their studies. Most of the students (74%) were from 'working class' or less privileged social backgrounds and nearly all were combining study with low paid/status work. The majority lived with a partner, children or family members. They were mainly mature students -their average age was 32 -were predominately women (78%) and from BME backgrounds (78%).
Data Analysis
Quantitative data analysis methods were used to analyse the social background and HE choice/outcome questionnaires and thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data collected. Techniques used built upon those developed by Miles and Huberman (1994) , and included developing initial codes and categories, memo writing and grouping the data in terms of emergent themes and patterns, regularities and irregularities.
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Findings
Key findings are discussed under the following headings: Prevailing and New Social Inequalities; The Influence of Life Course Experiences; Counterbalances to Social Inequalities and Triumph over Adversity.
Prevailing and New Social Inequalities
As was illustrated earlier, the majority of the students were from working class backgrounds, and they were mainly working in low paid/status employment within health and social care where the rate of pay was comparable to the British national minimum rate of £5.73 per hour (Directgov, 2009) . In general, the students, who were predominantly women, were following similar careers trajectories within the 'caring' professions to those of their mothers. This suggests, as Bourdieu (1990) argued, that social inequalities are reproduced over generations of families. However, there was some evidence of social mobility across generations as the students were generally pursuing higher status career choices than their mothers, and which would potentially improve their future life chances. Social disadvantages such as poverty, time pressures and initial low confidence in academic ability presented additional challenges for some of the students when striving to progress to university. Perhaps partially as a result of these social disadvantages, the students were less likely to apply or to be offered places at pre-1992 universities; indeed, less than half (30%) of the 53 students who supplied information applied to pre-1992 universities, and only 1 student secured a social work place at this type of institution. Some students also experienced difficulties in gaining entry to post-1992 universities. This finding may, in part, be explained by the number and type of universities within the geographical areas where the students lived. Students' education decision-making may have also been made on a more practical basis linked to their family commitments and the distance of particular universities from their homes. Conversely, the limited university choices of the students may provide further confirmation of the under-representation of less privileged students in elite universities and their over-representation in post-1992 HEIs, illustrated earlier in this paper.
Barriers to HE entry were disproportionately apparent among BME students. They were less likely than their white/other counterparts to be short-listed, or to secure HE places after undergoing admission selection procedures that sometimes included sitting numeracy and literacy examinations and undergoing individual and/or group interviews. Moreover, a minority of these students were unsuccessful in securing places on either vocational or nonvocational degree programmes. The access course tutors linked these disparities to issues of social disadvantage, a lack of capital, ethnocentricity and eurocentricity, resulting in racial bias during HE admission processes. One tutor, for example, illustrated how the animated communication of BME students during group discussions was on occasion misconstrued as aggression. Other barriers for BME students reported by the course tutors included problems with basic skills development in mathematics and/or English. This was especially an issue where English was a second or third language and for students with previous limited academic attainment. Issues with basic skills were also found among a minority of black African students who already had first degrees awarded overseas. Other reported obstacles related to the demands and challenges of the access course, which proved insurmountable for some students, and resulting in them having to leave or withdrawing from the course.
Problems of what the author refers to as vocational stratification, characterised by the interplay of social factors relating to ethnicity, gender and class, appear to have both created and reinforced the HE barriers experienced by some students. These educational inequalities were considered by the course tutors to have intensified since the introduction of more stringent entry requirements for the BA Social Work in 2003, and the increased emphasis placed by government on key skills development. As a response to these stipulations, one college had introduced tougher admissions criteria, resulting in higher percentages of students failing to gain entry to the access course. Issues of vocational stratification were exacerbated by some students receiving less financial State support for their studies compared to those pursuing other 'care' related courses such as childminding or a Business and Technology Education Council 1 (BTEC award), as the comments from two students illustrate:
. 
you all the resources and all the help, all whatever you need and a little bit of training chucked it. But when you want to do something -I mean I'm not putting that down, I was a childminder for a few years -but I want to use that experience to do more now, to be focused in another area and to be able to make it more personalised
(Sheba -Black/White dual heritage female student).
As a consequence of the access course not being recognised as providing a viable route to gainful employment, several students had to demonstrate to the Jobcentre Plus agency 2 that they were actively seeking work by attending work focus interviews. To be able to continue with the access course, one student reported providing inaccurate information to Jobcentre Plus about the course she was attending. These dynamics provide evidence of another form of stratification which the author refers to as institutional stratification; namely, jobs such as childminding -that are already highly gendered and associated with limited career prospects and low remuneration -being encouraged and reinforced by government policy, while those offering more status and scope for professional development are not. This not only suggests that some 'caring' careers choices are historically socially reproduced, but that new forms of social inequalities are becoming apparent within some areas of vocational education and training.
The Influence of Life Course Experiences
Life course experiences influencing students' trajectories were significant. Similar to those identified by Hodkinson et al (1996) , experiences marked by key 'turning points' were found to be 'structural', 'self-initiated' or 'forced'. Structural inequalities, linked to poverty for example, frequently compounded by the interplay of ethnicity, gender and class, formed the catalyst in the 'self-initiated' education and careers decisions of the majority of the students. They also reflected an attempt by some of the students to improve their material conditions. It was also evident that earlier 'forced' inhibitory factors such as lack of qualifications and adverse social circumstances had prevented an earlier prioritisation of the self and a focus on self-development. However, key influential factors linked to significant life events were often more complex and can be subdivided into what the author has termed 'primary' and 'secondary' 'turning points'. Whilst primary turning points, for example, time spent in care during childhood were significant, it was often the more cumulative effects of secondary turning points occurring at later points in the life cycle that had the most impact on shaping students self-identity, dispositions and their trajectories. Students, for example, who had come to the UK as refugees and experienced racism upon arrival, were particularly sensitive to personal suffering and social problems in society. They were also strongly motivated to support others and alleviate suffering, as the following comments illustrate: These findings suggest that students' education and career decision-making are highly reflexive processes influenced by a multitude of factors relating to key experiences over the life course. They also suggest that the influences on students' decision-making in these areas may differ cross-culturally; as the two excerpts from the transcripts suggest, African students may have a more collective/communitarian view of society which is in direct contrast to the more individualistic idea of society prevalent within Western societies.
Counterbalances to Social Inequalities
Supportive learning cultures were an important counteracting factor to the social disadvantages experienced by the students. In addition to academic and pastoral support, one tutor in particular played a significant role in raising the career aspirations of black African students who had come to the UK with limited understanding of the distinctions between social care and social work. Two of the tutors coming from BME backgrounds themselves also provide an indication of the importance of having teachers from a range of different backgrounds. Such teachers may have an enhanced understanding of what the issues are for students from 227 similar social backgrounds, and may also provide important role models (Cropper, 2000) . Informal support structures formed among the student body were also an important source of emotional and academic support, particularly during times of personal crisis. The value of this kind of support is recognised as important for students (Jones, 2006) , but especially for those from less privileged backgrounds.
Triumph Over Adversity
Whilst the majority of the students were experiencing significant social disadvantages, compounded by the interplay of ethnicity, class and gender, they were, nevertheless, not 'victims'. Neither were they necessarily 'lacking' academically as is sometimes depicted in widening participation policy (Leathwood, 2006) -even though it is acknowledged a minority of students had difficulties with basic skills development. Rather, these students had to work hard to overcome socio-economic inequalities experienced over the life course. As a result, they were not necessarily at the same 'starting point' as perhaps 'traditional' students from more privileged social backgrounds. They also generally had less economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital. Consequently, it was taking longer for these students to overcome sometimes multiple disadvantages. These important life course factors are given insufficient consideration when assessing and selecting 'non-traditional' students for HE. Neither is there sufficient awareness among HE educationalists that access courses entail achieving 'A' level equivalent standards generally in half the time taken for 'A' levels. Consequently, these courses are very academically and psychologically demanding as comments from one of the course tutors and a student demonstrate: A central finding from the study, therefore, is the triumph over adversity demonstrated by the students. In addition to working hard to overcome socio-economic disadvantages and other obstacles experienced over the life course, the students were passionate about wanting to make a contribution to society.
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Discussion
The study has illustrated the complexities of less privileged students' trajectories and the challenges they may experience when attempting to gain entry to HE. Typically the students had less capital accumulation than more privileged students and were juggling several competing priorities in their lives, including study, work and family commitments. The educational inequalities historically apparent among BME have been intensified by the impact of the three 'Cs', compounded by the interplay of race, class and gender and, finally, by evidence of vocational stratification. As a result, these students have a multitude of structural and situational barriers to overcome. This indicates that widening participation policy has not been effective as would have been hoped; especially for the students who had their education ambitions thwarted by not managing to complete the access course, and for those who failed to obtain a HE place. The students who were more successful demonstrated high levels of resilience and determination to overcome existing barriers to HE. Hence, the struggles experienced and overcome by the students in the study mean that "...black achievement inevitably remains a triumph over the odds, a victory over struggle" (Edwards & Polite, 1992: 3) .
Conclusion
This paper indicates a pressing need for more to be done to facilitate less privileged students' entry and transition to HE. This is especially important if universities are to address their historical legacy; to avoid further disadvantaging less privileged students and, essentially, fulfil their commitment to social justice articulated through widening participation policy. To facilitate this commitment, more recognition is needed among HE professionals of the sometimes complex and non-linear trajectories of less privileged students. Indeed, the unique life course experiences of all students' need to be valued and seen as an asset to HE. Correspondingly, university admissions procedures need to be more holistic and balanced, taking into account contextual information relating to less privileged students' social backgrounds. There also needs to be an assessment of these students potential to succeed not just at the point of entry, but over the duration of their time at university. More reflexivity is also needed when making admissions decisions to avoid issues of ethnocentricity and eurocentricity. This could be facilitated by cultural awareness training for admissions staff, and the development of admissions tools giving equal consideration to the assessment of both academic and non-academic attributes. Access students with limited social capital would also benefit from HE professionals explaining the differences between pre-1992 and post-1992 universities during college talks so that students on access courses are able to make informed choices on their university application forms. Finally, initiatives such as mentoring schemes and university taster days would also help in making the HE ambitions of less privileged students more realisable than is currently the case.
